THE  SEVENTEENTH  CENTURY

also a modern man, the first modern king, a sceptic and
"libertin" in the French sense of the word as well as a liber-
tine in the English, who was far more interested in chemistry
and mechanics than in religion.

Never was such a Faith's Defender,
He, like a politick prince and pious,

Gives liberty to conscience tender,
And cloth to no religion tye us.

Jew, Turks, Christians, Papists, he'll please us,

With Moses, Mahomet and Jesus.

Rochester's lines are not only a satiric sketch of the King's
character; they sum up the spirit of the new court. It has
often been stigmatised as the centre of a violent reaction of
extravagance and debauchery after the Reign of the Saints,
and it certainly seemed a sink of iniquity to the Puritans;;
but it was the last English court which was a true focus of
culture, as well as of fashion, and the King's pastimes in~:
eluded not only dallying with the languishing beauties of
Lely, but listening to the music of Lully and Grabut and the
young Purcell, discussing poetry with Dryden5 architecture
with Wren and science with members of the newly-founded
Royal Society. Perhaps even more important than the court
as centres of culture and civilisation were the great country
houses scattered all over the country,1 the homes of those
landowners who were now becoming the real rulers of Eng-
land. In such palaces as Longleat, Welbeck, Bowood, Knole
and Chatsworth and in hundreds of less princely but spacious
and often beautiful manor houses, there was in the words of
Mr. H, G. Wells, "an atmosphere of unhurried liberal
inquiry, of serene and determined insubordination and per-
sonal dignity, of established aesthetic and intellectual stan-
dards". Here were great libraries, noble picture galleries and
gardens, and often scientific collections and laboratories; here
was the true source of some of the most valuable achieve-
ments of modern civilisation, the scientific discoveries which
have made the drudgery on which this old aristocratic

1 Many of them are described admirably by John Evelyn in his Diary.
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